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The early years of a child’s life (3-6 years) are seen as a period, which is a significant phenomenon in the process of lifelong 
education of the individual. This period provides the foundation for children to develop some of their abilities and experts claim 
that if we fail to make the most of this period,  it will be difficult to „catch up“. This is also true for reading literacy development; 
in early childhood it is referred to as pre-reading literacy. Early childhood education and upbringing currently focuses on 
personality-orientated model in the Czech Republic and other European countries as well. It is based on a premise that every 
child is an individual with unique talents, abilities, motivation, and ways of learning. This model is put to use by implementing 
individual approach in education and upbringing of every child. The paper will show basic principles of early childhood 
education and upbringing in the Czech Republic; it will introduce the early childhood education curriculum and present the 
findings of the research on pre-reading skills of children aged 5-6.5. This research was conducted at the Faculty of Education, 
Charles University in 2010-2012. The findings showed significant differences among pupils, but also plenty of room for 
improvement in nursery school teachers approach. In addition to the research conclusions, the text will also provide 
recommendations for the practice of nursery schools and for the training of prospective nursery school teachers. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
      The early years of a child’s life (3-6 years) are seen as a period which is a significant phenomenon in the process 
of lifelong education. This period is “irreplaceable” in terms of the development of certain skills in comparison with 
the following periods. Early childhood period is rightly seen as a period critical to the development of pro-social 
behavior (European Commission, 1999). In the Czech Republic, as well as in most European countries, early 
childhood education and upbringing is currently focused on personality-orientated model where the main emphasis 
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is put on understanding individual and development needs of every child (Wildová, 2005). This model is based on a 
premise that every child is an individual with unique talents, abilities, motivation, and ways of learning. The focus 
of personality-orientated and humanistic early childhood education lies hence in child’s personality development. In 
the Czech Republic, personality-orientated model as the principle of education and upbringing is declared in the 
national binding curriculum called the Framework Educational Programme for Early Childhood Education 
(Research Institute of Education, 2004) setting key competencies taking into account natural development features 
specific for pre-school age and respecting individual needs and requisites of every child. This curriculum generally 
establishes the education and upbringing areas and concrete competencies (skills), which should be developed in 
children at pre-school age. Every pre-school institution (nursery school) based on the national curriculum defines its 
school curriculum, which reflects (content and organisation) specifics of the school institution. According to School 
Act (Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, 2004), pre-school education in the Czech Republic represents the 
initial level of public education and it is seen as a significant complement to family education (DFEE, QCA, 2000; 
Research Institute of Education, 2004) . Significant features of early childhood education and upbringing are 
individualization, differentiation, intrinsic motivation development, etc. Significant means of the development of 
different areas are a game, cooperation, communication and yet again motivation. Speech development and closely 
related reading literacy (pre-literacy) development represent a content and methodology specific and highly 
significant area of early childhood  
2. Pre-reading Literacy – Pre-literacy 
The term “literacy” appeared in specialized literature at the end of the nineties of the last century. At the most 
general level, it encompasses a skill and ability to use the acquired skills (e.g. reading and writing – reading literacy, 
mathematical skills - mathematical literacy, etc.). Reading literacy is generally seen as a set of skills and abilities to 
use written speech for communication, entertainment, education etc. It is not defined only as an ability to read 
written speech “technically” correctly, but also to understand it, critically evaluate it and use information from it 
(functional application of reading/writing). From the developmental point of view, we distinguish pre-literacy period 
(0 – 6 years), reading literacy period (compulsory school attendance) including initial reading literacy period (Year 
1 or Year 2 of primary school) and a period of functional literacy (15 years and “more”). Let us focus on pre-literacy 
period in more detail. In international specialized literature, this period is considered to be one of the key periods for 
the development of reading literacy (Riley, 2003; DFEE, QCA, 2000). Pre-literacy development (early childhood 
literacy) starts, as stated above, with a child’s birth and continues until child’s entry to school. The aim of this period 
is to develop child’s positive relationship to written speech and to open and encourage their skills and abilities 
enabling them future optimum reading and writing development. The emphasis is put on developing positive 
motivation for reading and writing. The main techniques to achieve the aim are playing, natural situation, and role 
model. These techniques are put to use in a natural way with the help of appropriate teaching materials in 
stimulating reading environment. It is not the aim of this period to provide systematic and targeted teaching reading 
and writing in the Czech Republic. The focus lies in providing a child with stimuli which will arouse an interest in 
them for reading and which will show them the application of these skills. The aim is to encourage in a natural way 
and through playing the development of the areas connected to learning reading and writing, which could make 
acquiring these skills significantly easier in future. A typical and highly significant feature of the pre-literacy period 
is child’s spontaneity in exploring written speech and looking for ways to “grasp it” (Wildová, 2014). 
education. 
3. Pre-literacy Education and Upbringing 
3.1. Motivation for Reading, Creating a Relationship to Reading 
Nurturing intrinsic motivation for reading and a related positive relationship towards reading constitute a 
significant part of pre-reading education.  The beginnings of pre-literacy starts forming with the youngest learners at 
the moment when they meet words for the first time, leaf through their first “concertina” books, later when their 
parents read books to them or when they share their stories with them. It is necessary to perceive these activities as 
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essential and valuable. During these activities a child becomes an individual trying to understand a sign/written 
speech, think about it and further develop it. Through these activities, a child becomes “a reader” perceiving reading 
as fun, as “a source of information” or as “a way” of spending free time. When developing pre-literacy, a close and 
meaningful cooperation with parents (next friends) is fundamental. They are the first to establish the beginnings of 
pre-literacy in children. After the birth, they talk to the child, they teach them their first words, they show them 
objects, they read their first books to them, they teach them poems, they watch fairy-tales with them, they share 
stories with them, etc. Their role in the pre-literacy development is absolutely irreplaceable. Early childhood 
education should know how to fully exploit this potential (joint library visits, reading aloud in nursery schools, 
working on “reading” tasks together, projects for parents and their children e.g. making your first book etc.) 
What we often forget is the fact that it is parents who affect their children as role models most. Hence it is 
important to convince parents that to a great extent it depends on them whether their child will be or will not be a 
reader in future. 
3.2. Development of Cognitive Processes and Functions in Pre-literacy Period 
3.2.1. Speaking, Communication 
Reading development is closely linked to the level of child’s speaking development, the extent of their 
vocabulary, the ability to communicate, listen to, articulate correctly, etc. It is generally known that vocabulary 
grows significantly at pre-school age. Among activities which contribute to its growth belong describing pictures, 
answering questions, learning nursery rhymes, songs, completing sentences, telling stories, reading fairy-tales and 
stories to children, “discussions” on various topics in morning welcome circles, drama, but also e.g. visiting theatre 
performances, group „reading“ of children’s magazines, titles of children’s books, etc. What is important during this 
period is paying special heed to correct articulation and pronunciation of the sounds. Evidently, more and more 
children need speech therapy. However, parents do not always support this type of treatment for their children. What 
highly affects children’s speech development is the role model of parents and teachers. Children try to imitate their 
way of speaking, intonation, speed and they store this imitation. Therefore it is essential that children be presented 
only with high-quality role models during this period. 
Another very significant factor affecting early childhood speech development is providing children with natural 
and stimulating situations that would enable them to speak and practice their speech development. Unfortunately, it 
is often the case that children do not have enough of these opportunities and that their speech is predominantly built 
in a “passive” way – through listening to and imitation of adults’ speech, older siblings, fairy-tale characters, etc. 
We may thus conclude that not always is pre-school children’s speech development satisfactory both from the 
content and process point of view. 
3.2.2. Visual and Auditory Perception 
Reading acquisition relates to the level of visual and auditory perception amongst others. Research shows that 
children enter school environment with better developed visual perception as opposed to auditory perception. It is 
probably due to a great amount of visual stimuli which today’s children get from television, computers, etc. In visual 
perception, it is necessary to encourage primarily the development of visual closure (to combine letters/syllables into 
words) and visual discrimination. The following are suitable activities for visual closure development in this period: 
cutting a picture into pieces and putting it back together, finding an inappropriate piece in a group of pieces of a 
picture which does not fit into the picture, completing a picture from the given parts, drawing in a missing part, etc. 
Visual discrimination can be encouraged e.g. by comparing two pictures and spotting the difference. Also with 
auditory perception the most prominent role in relation to reading belongs to auditory closure development. The 
following are activities encouraging auditory closure development: identifying the beginning and end sound in a 
word, finding words starting with the same sound, identifying a pair of pictures which are represented by a word 
starting with the same sound, identifying a picture starting/ending with a different sound than other words, making 
words according to a set number of syllables, etc. Auditory discrimination can be practised e.g. in the following 
way: give your child a pair of nonsense words and let them say whether the words sounded the same or not. “Play” 
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various “musical instruments” (buttons in the bottle, lids etc.) and let your child decide whether they sounded/did 
not sound the same. Other activities are joining and separating words into syllables, later into sounds. E.g. one of the 
players is a robot who cannot speak continuously, so s/he separates words into syllables: “scoo-ter”. The other 
player is an interpreter and puts the word together “scooter”. It is recommended to swap the roles and to swap the 
turns (first a robot is speaking, then an interpreter, after a while an interpreter speaks, then a robot). A more difficult 
variant of the game is separating words (analysis) into sounds (e.g. “shoe”, “s-h-o-e”) and putting sounds back 
together (synthesis) to make a word (e.g. “f-l-o-w-e-r”, “flower”). Developing a sense of rhythm is another 
significant step towards reading. This can be encouraged through clapping and counting syllables in words, 
repeating nursery rhymes, using counting rhymes, repeating a clapped-out rhythm, etc. 
3.2.3. Memory, Attention, Imagination 
From a psychological point of view, we would like to briefly point out that memory, attention and imagination, 
which play an irreplaceable role in learning reading, develop significantly and undergo a qualitative and quantitative 
change in early childhood. Gradually, capacity and focus extend; concreteness is substituted for abstractness towards 
the end of early childhood period (European Commission, 1999). Visual (iconic) memory is primarily employed to 
retain shapes of letters, groups of letters and words. Various “Kim’s Games” are very popular and effective 
activities: observing groups of shapes and then drawing them without looking at them, identifying a shape/letter 
which was not in the original grouping, games such as “What has changed?“, etc. Auditory (echoic) memory is used 
to retain sound shapes of letters-sounds, their grouping into syllables and words. The most common activities are 
“echo” games, remembering sentences, tongue twisters, rhythm, riddles, tunes and songs. Activities encouraging 
attention development primarily include spotting differences between a picture and its copy, drawing in the missing 
pieces in the pictures, drawing according to “dictation”, etc.  Imagination can be practiced through talking about 
fairy-tales/stories, varying a story (a different beginning, ending, time setting of the story…), telling fairy-tales and 
stories using pictures (changing the order of the pictures – creating a new story), making questions/answers to the 
text, predicting a story when reading aloud (reading is interrupted and children discuss what is coming next), 
predicting the content of a text based on pictures or the story title, using mind maps (children come up with words 
that are connected to the topic/story etc.). 
3.2.4. Right-left and Spatial Orientation 
Children at pre-school age gradually begin to develop brain lateralisation. The age of hand dominance is between 
5 -7 years. For reading development it is important that a child/pupil is able to find his/her own way in right-left 
space. They need to be able to tell what is on the right – left, what is in the front – back, what is up – down, etc. It is 
also necessary that a child/pupil be familiar with an eye movement while reading: from left to right, as well as while 
writing (European Commission, 1999). In early childhood a child gradually learns which hand is right, left; it can 
discriminate between objects “looking” in the same/different direction, what is up/down, etc. Various worksheets  
are suitable for reaching these objectives, e.g. a child underlines shoes turned in the same direction, draws curtains 
into the upper-left window of a house, etc. It is also important while reading to children to show them where the 
heading or illustration are, where the text starts and “from where to where” we read. 
These activities are supported by physical exercises as well: children show with their hands a reading/writing 
movement from left to right, they turn in the same direction, together they form lines and other geometrical shapes 
when doing exercises. 
3.2.5. Teaching and Learning Materials, Stimulating Reading Environment 
A choice of appropriate teaching materials plays an important role in the development of the above mentioned 
areas. Among these materials belong various toys teaching children to distinguish shapes and colours, building 
blocks, jigsaw puzzles, picture puzzles, worksheets, children’s books and magazines, but also educational software. 
All these should be made available for children so that they could have a free access to these materials and they 
could use them spontaneously (e.g. an easily accessible children’s bookcase). Along with the furniture in the 
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“classroom”, suitably displayed materials should create stimulating reading environment. Activity “corners” seem to 
be appropriate, e.g. “a reading corner”, “an art corner”, a corner for doing experiments, etc.  
3.2.6. Early Childhood Readers 
In pre-school institutions we can find readers who learned to read (or write) spontaneously mainly due to ongoing 
or previous learning activities of older siblings. Recent research in the Czech Republic shows that children entering 
primary school know on average 10-12 letters. They are even able to write some of them in block letters. At the 
same time, it is estimated that app. one in fifteen children enters school with a solid reading ability. If a child-reader 
attends a pre-school institution, then it is necessary to provide this child with a special care. 
They should not be forced to read, but they should be provided with enough opportunities and stimuli to support 
their reading motivation and further develop their reading abilities. For ethical reasons, these children should not be 
singled out by teachers. For motivational reasons, from time to time they can read a fairy-tale or an extract from a 
book to other children. We should approach this issue as sensitively as possible considering child’s development and 
self-concept, but also considering other children’s pre-literacy development (they might have a feeling that they are 
lagging behind). 
4. Research into Pre-school Aged Pupils‘ Pre-reading Skills 
In 2011-2013, a survey across the Czech Republic on pre-reading skills of 648 children of pre-school age (aged 
5-6.5, 372 girls, 276 boys) was conducted at the Faculty of Education, Charles University. The survey sought to find 
out in which areas of pre-reading skills children are prepared better or worse for reading; whether there are 
differences among the groups of children (e.g. between girls and boys, children from big and small towns/villages, 
children attending a pre-school institution and children coming from home care. Not all obtained data have been 
processed so far (app. 20% of data are yet to be processed). The final and definite processing will be carried out at 
the beginning of 2014. However, as early as in this phase, we consider partial findings very interesting, stimulating 
and therefore we would like to present them briefly: 
 
x Overall, girls are prepared better for the learning process of reading (best in the field of speech, auditory 
perception and right-left orientation). 
x Boys did better in the area of visual perception. 
x When analysing the findings of activities focused on identifying the level of attention, imagination and 
memory, no significant differences were found between boys and girls. 
x In terms of the age of a child, a group of children aged 6-6.5 demonstrated the most developed pre-reading 
abilities. 
x No significant differences were identified in school readiness in terms of reading between children from big 
versus small towns. We may assume that this factor is not important. In both regional areas, children develop 
similarly in the observed fields. 
x The significant factor to emerge from the data was the sibling factor. Children having an older sibling 
demonstrated greater readiness in most cases. This finding also corresponds with the results of nationwide 
research into initial reading literacy. This research showed that an older sibling is a very significant factor 
effecting reading.  
 
Attending a pre-school institution was another significant factor. We cannot underestimate children’s pre-school 
education in the family, however from the viewpoint of pre-reading development it appears to be incomplete, 
sometimes also unmethodological. From the obtained data we may also draw other conclusions. This will be carried 
out simultaneously with the completion of the analysis of all obtained data. (Interesting findings were obtained, 
among others, from analyzing multicultural parents’ children and children from the so called pre-school classes.) 
We will try to briefly define an optimum pre-reader: It is a girl aged 6-6.5. She has an older sibling and attends a 
pre-school institution. This girl is well-prepared for the learning process of reading mainly in the area of speech and 
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speaking, auditory perception and right-left orientation. It is not important whether she lives in the village or in a big 
town.  
5. Conclusion 
In conclusion, let us just reiterate that pre-literacy development is highly significant from the view of lifelong 
learning. In this period, the foundations of reading literacy but also a number of other literacies are laid. At the same 
time, child’s personality and motivation for discovering oneself are developed. Thus it depends on parents and 
teachers of a pre-school period how they are going to stimulate initial literacy in children, whether they will be able 
to distinguish individual abilities, skills, but also a level of motivation in the children and how they are going to use 
them through games for specifically focused activities. A pre-school institution (in the Czech Republic it is mainly 
nursery school) offers children natural and safe space for their development and it can help them to compensate 
certain flaws of family environment. Finally, we may conclude that it is the natural social environment of peers that 
makes the nursery school irreplaceable nowadays since children are here developed, supported and encouraged in 
such a way that their individual needs and abilities are taken into account, which facilitates their future career and 
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